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The purpose* of this study was to learn something - ; 
about inf. ormation-transmtssion procedures' in '^ffices. It 
hypothesized that certaih .kinds of information , and communication 
activities . have part icalat. 'properties , and- that some of these 
activities are' best pursuea in' face-to-face communication situations. . 
Batural conversatioiis involving an executive secretary were taped for^ , 
a total' of six hours on two differeirt days. The conversations were 
analyzed interpretively to find out what was. talked about. One new . 
conception of verbal communication derived from this project was that 
office conversation provides for the existence of a "diffuse . 
information system^ :tha.t .,is, ^* f lo« of trivial commentary which is, 
in fact r the bearer of information about the office. The. 
communications included: (1) locating people and. things, (2) 
* conversations mixing personal an4 <5ff ice-related topics r (3) state of 
affairs informationr and (4) facilitating activities and encouraging . 
people. The data indicate. that the sociability of office work is 
useful to the transmission of certain kinds of ^ information and tD the 
execution of some ':activitie$. Also, face-to-face conversation seems 
to be more* useful than written or computerized communications for. 
providing and iaterpreting. certain types of information. (AB^T 
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Introduction. : . * j . ; : / 

This paper presents the findings if a pilot project done for the Office* 
desearch Group, The purpose of the project was to learn sowthino about cur- 
rent' inforMtion transmission procedures^n offices. A largerj* purpose, of the 
• group Is to translate some of these procedil^MJnto .computer projranis-for 
doing office work. Rather than look., at office tasks and document-based In- 
fonnatlon^s some menibers^ of the group had alreadydone, I decided to look ■ 
at an- Information mediun office workers may take for orantejl, the natural 
, convewations that are a background feature V the office environment., . 

. Any widespread technological change, siith as the developnent of com- " 
puterized- office information systems represents, brings* with it the likeli- , 
•hood of some change 1n the social environment in which Itfjjs Implemented. 
Such large-scale changes work when they don 't disrupt. or '|estroy features 
of social' life that are Important to the^people affected by, then. Ex- 
periences of Peace. Corps workers and othe^j: "development" Jmolementers In 
' traditional .societies hav^ shown that it ■l^.oecessary to pay ^tentlon to , 
the wider social and. cultural context of pr^tical\economic activity 1n In- 
troducing new' systems, to see what the,;old^methods'meant to people and did 
for them/ In some cases the^e meaning and functions were more Important ■ 
to the people affected' than sLer econom|c!gaif(l; ' Reports of .disruptions •, 



created by the installation of soiiie of the re'cer^t ^word-processinq" systems/, 
•in our own country lead to the saw conclu\ion:,|; superficial explanatltf^^ 
thi s felicito us failure of word-proces5ing.\night that while the funda- . ' 



mental acttVity of an office Is "rationar (this is\a featufe of Weber'": 
■definition of b'ureaucracy, Gerth & Hills,. 19«,77),W office environment 
'as a whole cannot be thoroughly rationalized/, ■, | V ' 

In addition to being a task enviroipent, ;an office Is also a social • 
environment. Office work Is different fi^ productlon^;^^^ 
1$ information. . Information depends for Its effectiveness on conwunication. 
The suggestion behind this paper is that there are several i\mim to 
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/ jn order to iMniSfliethiiig abflllf 'l 
tioB systea imn office, it is neeessaii 
tran5«i1tt1ii9lnfonBticn:.Kritlii(|ind'taUifi 
siw, corr«p«idl(i9 to tte purpose^ fonjlity. ^P^^r sewntic novelty, 
. etc; of the'cwnlcative act, in « ^ « . 

seeW diffeiwces ii^ degree of Aity or pWcriW contM^^ 
(stwctiire) provided by siicli different^cating ttdia as foms, letters 
aiHliwfbr.iritin9,.andconfereKe« , 
talking.'; At least ore eiplrical stiidy differences! in the iKe of 
particttlar verbal «dia (forwl leetlng, casoal encounter, telephone) ac- , 
: cording to diwisiws like tli purpose, urgency, cwiplexity ami direction^ , , 
^ allty of the cMwiication (Uughboroogh C^^^^ 

" ■ Jnecould vieiitte^ \ 
1) they a«unnecKSafy conventional artifacts and'all c^^^^^^^ • 

i«.^tially redKible to a single Kdi« if .that ledlun is desi^ to • , 
perfoffl tte "necessary" coaamicative tasks an <(ffice has; 2) ,the differ 
;encesinied1areflectrealiifferencesinscflpe,fu«tion,fl^ ^ 

str«t«riofi«fdriiati(i:andtl)esedifferen^^ 

i« teijirfor future 1nfoi«tioft'syst«s. iaplicfti} the secsnd via. is ^ ■ 
•■• that not all ammlMtiod taste «iW appropriately be taken over 

•by the electronic «di«tea^ rf*ar^W^^^^^ ' 
. 'of' infor«ticn apd coaawication a^tiv^ties. Oiia colli^ted for a pilot, , 

pject on s^kjn c»»^catio«^^f ce ^:fm.^ pa^ ^ 

ticalar properties W be, tihictji''*^^^^^ / 

The ^ta consist of transcripts of «t«ral jonyersations collected by : . 
tape recording in an office setting. »lyone.locati(«.«s^ 

■for.a'total of six hours on tw differt^t.dvs- ^. ^^^^^^ ' . 

fooB of transient activity for an L '^^"^^^ "^^ ^^^ ' 

^^«,l officesWit.' It ws the «in «rk.base of an executive secretary «ho 



assisted a division wnager and a, snail technical staff. , Tlie "analysis" of 
the data ms an essentially interDretive procedure involvin!! j.search for Khat , 
MS talked a^t. Saw structifril observations wre made but are not dis- 
cussed in this paper. The search for topics yielded, auonn other things, 
thMttteriri-discussed In-the^paper, .Khich sewied to d««<nf iroediate _atten-__ 
ti«l .because of its rather obvious .usefulness in coi*ination «ijh the trans- 
parency of its operation. That is, anyone tan se the use of tte infoiw- 
: tion once its .existence is pointed out, but if you wre to ask people >Aat-.' 
they talked about that-day, tl«y wuld never etion tte swll topics that : 

■ in fact they engage iin so, frequently. The 'wthod" eiplSi^ then, is to ■ ; 
describe everyday activ1ty,^tryi'ng not to take the saie things for granted 

, that the actors do. Ihe organization of the paper betrays this approach, 
of wrking bacfcuard frw events, rather than foivard from a theory. It. . , 
is wre of'an exploration than an, exposition. . ' , 
Working' backward froB the Mterial gave rise>to a finding that is ^ 

. ferefttifrOB .the traditiMjal study of "hwan rela/ions' in the wrk setting.. 
Genefally speaking, the'study of industrial .relations 'his yielded tte useful 
. and yne informtion that akingple tePPy at wrk increases'pniductivity. 

■ The tentative'.findings'of this study are that one of the wys pet^le find, f 
ofMkin^tl!effielve5;tappyati«rk,.talkinotoeachote^^ . 

. i pf production. This 'case has been made in the past for "intellectual" • ■ • . . 
: wrkplaces, but not generally for. business offices. The other win point ■ 
the description yields is that the social nature of conversation, its ' • i 

face-to-face property, EWiMJ^^ ^ ■ 

•content ,"and generates it. ,■ , 



Social Relations and infomation Channels. . 

■ .Before raking tape;rMordings of office .conversations I hff^^^^^ . •' 
that 'verbal cowiications: 1) would facilitate ongoing exchanges that were : 
c«^lex.eitt«rtihnically'or1.nterpersonal1y;2N^^ 
interperioMTxamitMnt and comnity.; 3l,.and would be flexible as,to 

■ purpose, i.e., that face-to-face contacts enable particlpants^to shift ' 

■ frffl a utilitarian to a personal and to "fell, out" the aooropriate- . . 
ness' of toplfs as^ they go along. • This' would mean .that, individuals could m 

■ a greater choice of Interactive node-as between task-oriented and inter- . 
. ierspnal"in verbal cmunication, es;«ciairface-to-face. than they wuld' 
■■ in other i«dia which tend to wit the,.user:to.a rai^icular kind ofwtive. 
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• , WttM.iedij iii.tlie office stttlnj gwerariy arenot^oWwatio^ I" 
,■ ' tMssttseiay,efficiefl?y, colier«nce;jiiit,ttes»|^^ 

t1«s are' supposed to be desiderata,' to/tte ertent'.tliat ;"bureawratese" ■ , 
■,, . doesn't Interfere. The p11ot.proijec$ ^ did .prwlde^iuoport'to at least 

■ OK of the tlate, but tfiey also' reveslBlia w for vertaT commicatlon' tliat ' 
Kssft^t-antidpated. ■ ' ^ '^ 
, lliiotheriiy'of'lfleklng at the Inlwatloo systSofi: office Is to .v ■ 
see^lt as a social systen i*1ch serv» the organization and'the people In ■ ; 
'itsWUneously In overlapping but dlffc^^ lhat isvthe siiie_ 
activity could be perforjlngfunctions.on two different levels^ one utll- 

' ItarlB'andone Interpersonal/ For Jtistance;an early'study' (Davis, 1^ •■ 
showed ,that certain staff people were key transiltters of grapevine 1n- , 

■ ■• fonnatlon because, their jobs required then to mU around and iialte contact , 

. with people In other departments. ' This activity legitimized a' function which 

■ lacked forwl recognition but which in fact can be' useful to the work of an 
organization, 'pwsimbly the grapevine .infonatijOn, althottgh office-related, 

/ / 'was exchanged as a fora of jnterpeRonal artlvl^ It was n« , * 
■ . ■ retired, for the' work,' though wk contacts facilitated 'it; and In a general 

■ '' , w^y It Wultlmtely have served the wori(. .(Interestingly enough, the . ■ 

■ saiK study showed that the personnel In question did not transmit offic'e ' 
., related Infoimatlon during thetr extracurrlcular.contacts' with coworkers, . 7, 

but this doesn't seen universally typical . ) Again,, people can make use of , . 
' ' tasit activities to create and pintain relationships that are personally 

rewarding and phwide a secondary .motivation for working. FinaUy, it ray 
. ■ Be -that what appears' to be a prirarily interpersonal event within the office . 

oay serve as the context foi* transnijssiw^of a good deal of wprk-related 
' ■ infoniation.^ Part of the discussion in this paper will be about a par- . ■ 

dollar property' of the verbal Mdlwi. A future Installment will discuss 
, : the structures of particular kinds of talking activities In the office.- 

Sore of. these structures might be iflanented in on-line systems for^officeV 
... caiunlcations, and in fact may already be parts of prograK. , , ' • 

■ •. Hore fonally, :funct1onaf analysis. (Bales, 1951, for exanple), has been. 

used fairly persuasively to show that wintainlng morale is a critical , 
, ■ "function" in task groups.' In other words, these social conunicatiohs • 
.;wple .in offices make mv not le just accl*^^^ 
necessary to their perfoming at all . The not 



.. ; 'functions applies to the problems of wo.rk settings in a related butslight- 

ly differenfway than the forral-infoniial distinction in cominijatfon chan- 

nels mentioned. above. This' is not the place to discuss In detail the theo- 

■ ■ ■ . ' ,1 
, retlcal assumptions behind such findings; Briefly, the Idea is that l^sks 

that are practically "necess'ary" Impose on'people "strains," which, then. have. 

"to be "released" through moral-maintalnjng functions hM^i in parliiiilar 

kiDds of activities, beliefs, and roles. Without accepting this as a defiii; 

' ^ itive statement about human groups, we can accept intuitively at least ' 
extrapolation of this .to the effect that Jobs' that lack' an intrinsic interest ' 

' ' jiooney aside) mjy require another level of involvement to keen peoole per- , 
forming them. The same notion might apply to the mere fact o^jpifiig 'people 
gatheredSn one place regularly; in order to like being together, they need 
■ to have some "content" to their-'oielationslilps. above andtyonilj that'provid-. 
■ . . ed by the bare facts of' copresehce 'and cowo.rking. Finally, eyen tasks that 

, do have what we recognize as '^intrinsic" interest are'frequenlily accoo ' 
, panied by a good .deal of intoction; the work done in resealrch labs and " . 
. university departments, .for^ example. In short, it seems reaspble to say' 

' that when we talk about' "work" we are also talkin!!, about swil. relations,; ■ 
'andNe are.'probably talking jbout some kind of interd«pwdMte.|, This ihter- 

■ dep^ndenceiappearedtoshow up'onamicnjlevel in.the'p|li!,t|p|™|tf^ 

lihat this wans. for the. inplementatlon of new'office InfoiiialJion systems ^is 
that.1t iiifjflt be poss'ible to separate tasks fbi relatiolii}ps across the. ■ 
board', because relationships may have outcomes Oiat are ant'ljjwsvto those^' 
• of tasks (i.e. , "productive" buttos) but which rely on a prfcess that would 
. be at' the least excessively costly for an artiificial mediim.tfli'.duolijate.; 

. ' .': ■ .' . ' ■■^'v'-'- 

•■ "Diffuse Infonnatio'n. , \ ' ■ . ■ ■ ' 

■ One new conception' of verbal communication that came out of the pilot 
project was that it provides for the existence of what I, will call a dif^ 
. fuse InToiuation system' "This system complements the' system of specific .. 
\ . ' . Infoniiatlon that :getS' fonally recorded. The distinction between diffuse • 
V . and specific inforratjw systems is one that mioht be useful In differen- . 
tlating the app^pr1ate!donains of. verbal and ejectronic conunicatlpns- 
media, althoughthere are other considerations' that have alreadybeen . 

■ mentioned and that will be elaborated later on. '■..■.■■■: ■ 



) \ 'tdll tV'to dtscribe^tlie opentlon of the dif|| tnfoiwtlon 
■ $^t» wdfltlier, lncKteitatpittem that m 'up 1n||r«ll«ilMry anal. 
■ysisipf'Mtiirinyocetjrriiij office c()werat|oiKv«$&^^ 

illiutrite'. Hie codwrMtlons Ktre collected in ^tfinlcaV/bifilniss 
■mvkH It tlie desk of the princlial «cretary|jrt. This wati 
tuned out to be a f«11c1to»$iiliJect:for studiF toth fee of her ex-,. 



teiilltt teniire (she kiMS a lot about the placeland l)p$e she «rk$ ' . 
irectly# $«e Wf-d«efl pe^le and cows Into 
' «reV' Her office Is In a halltiay comer, being 



jratedfrw the halV 
tv a'plairtei". and ■llboxes. files and several, kinds of:|nt1n9 devices 




irsatloRS 



Including a copter temlnal art located there. A ni 
lines ring at her extension when not "picked up by the 
One 'of the first observations to strike a persoi|,i 
. "dose attention to office tilk is the volw/ "trivial 
seros a? a backgwmd activity to the^porposlve »iork Insi 
.,tBk specific Infoiwtlpn sought ani^ given. 'A secretary. ' 
studied Is a lajor focus of this flw of trivia, >l1ch Is 
Itcarriir of diffuse Infoiwtlon about the 0^^^^^^^ ^ 
^ ■ In lulling the >rtiose' of iwy of the 
•n!CoiW.%de frequent use of'categoriesllker^te^^ 
rirwent," "situation/ «1th subcategories, such as -persoM|»;itei.' 
"B)«1(«nt." The secrttary is like an.offlce matter or .traffic bureau 
' riilch is continually loiltoring m people are. xtere IteK are, »hat the 
■ inwrtoryof iteB and aquii»»rt Is, hw other people are do1«g «orkHrise 

ind personally, etc. W fr« the day-to-day wltoring she possesses 
: t ,«lli an. inforial histoid of 1teB.everits. and people **1chs,^^ , 

lcanup.Aenapproi.tate. Much of tMj 1nfb<«tt«1vas originally 
(fescrlbed/tflo "trivial' to be,recorded on paper. fllW. etc. Itlsalso ,^ 
toovol«rfno«., It«uldBkelittle.sensetokeepe1thera«^^^^ 
electronic file on It for this reison. and for the r«son that Its utility : 
Uan«kno.,.nt1tyatttet1«oftecol1ect1..Mf1ssfc«din^ 

W„,^t pun»s1vely but caWlly, sl^ly toe It U ^rcelved a^ has , 

• s(« (perhaps non-specific) c*tive relationship to a^ 

• -of infoBBtion that art floating around thf place. It My or wy not ever , 
. te ',edM..oract1«W but it is ™«h transmitted elt^f as. ^ 

• of,W'sgofn9onrigttn^ar,.ndtererorofnh1ncsl,n.a^^ 



to'the 'present topic' 



Person Location. 

' For Instancejt is not-a specific Wiption of a secretary.'^ 
that hM ^n people are at any given tl'ie, nor dws she gen^lly 
keep affitten log of all such infomatloif, yet Gws continual l^bing. , 
asked lAere people iiere. M she would provide an answr either frwi ■ 
specific infowtloo'left with her by tte peRon asked-about. fr» • 
servalion in passing/or frtn conjecture based on what'She knew of thf , , 
ptrsofl^s habits or ott«r partial infomtion. In thre^and.a.h^lf hours 
G carried the following "person location"- Infonnation or advice; . .. ,^ 

1. explained to « 'everybody's out," re: taping. Told « ((here three'.; 
. or four principal people were. , , , . • ; 

2. coBWited she 1$ ^out of touch" due to having 1)een away .and sa cin't 
"be sure of wle's plans J.e.;cantconfidentlypredktwhe^^^^^^ 

: win be when. Her explanation is that she W flnly'wrltten notes as. ^ 
• an infor«tion base, which she inforrally evaluates ^slnaA^^^^ 

(more' later-on this). ' ..■ „' . " 

3 a) advised another secretary to^get help fr«i a certaiir individual ■ .. 
on' a «chan1cal task, b) gave dlrectioni to his offfce; ahd^),suwsted • 
an alternate place to look in case>e wasn't there.' \ 

4. ^.rwrte'relthe history and found the address of in outs^^^^^ , 

principal wanted to send mail to'. 

asked on the phone who^wlll re 
depjrtient for future reference in ordering Iteis. 
6. . inforfled anothersecretaryof thenar and role of an W^^^^^ ^ 

In purchasing. •. . , 

7 ■ ■ answered the phone and inforaed the caller. th?t his party was in. 
announced the call and conjectured to the callee al»ut tte nature of. ' 
thetaliorcaller("swndsmehe,1s"). ^ ' , . 

8 asked a principal where he would l« for the afternoon. • ' . 
V. In the process of dealing with a complaint about telephWK extensions 

" swght to establish wheni a group of individuals would be permanently ■ 

based. ^ 
10 ■ ws asked whether a certain .individual was in his office, conjectured 

an answer based on known habits y encouraged the asker to knock on . 
■ his party's ;door: ■ ' ■ , ..' . 



5. asked «i the phone who^will replace an Individual In the purchasing 



,11. . ' MS isted tlie idiereaboyts of the other secretary, conjectureH answr. 
' 12', answred.a phone till for a principal, InfonKd the caller he ws . '" 

in a'neetliig, gave advice on hot to reach the'callee after five, gave 

alteriate telephone wijib^ 

13. - . answered the phone, informed the caller that ^the'cal lee w out, took 
. a message. _ ■ 

14. • MS asked If a certain Individual m in, conjectured the answer 
f JOB, recent nenory. . . ^ - 

.15. answered'the phone, InM the caller of soneone^s v^reabouts, ; ' 
. advised him hoi to reach his party, ;^ ' - 

16. answered the phone^ infomed the caller that the person called was 
• ■ in a loeeting, discussed amatter, referred the*caller to the next day. 

17. '^looked up a particular person^s office nunber for sowone else, 
. advised how to reaSiJ^givIng detailed' directlons^^ . ' .< 

, 18. answered the' phone, Infonaed that callee was oqt of town, and when 
expected back;took a nessaige, found but where the caller could be reached, 
advised him when he could reach the callee'. " • 
19. was Infonaed of someone^, expected iiiediate teabouts 'if anybody 
■ needs to get hold of me.* • 

Hore than anyone else In the office, G is keeping track of where people 
arewhen, Consequently, people cone to her forinforrotion.on others' 
whereabouts, and she volunteers infonwtion of the same kind. A number of 
the InstaDces' above (^'s 1 ,2,3,5,6,J,12,15,1?,18) shw G ftying to help 
, soneone perfora a task (Including that of wklng future conUct) by Infora- 
■ ing or asking about an individual's pemianeiit or tanporiry whereabouts. 
People also tell her m they'll be, knotring she will be asked by anyone 
who looks for then or calls in, G also, predicts enviromienUl conditions 
based oii her knowledge of people's idiereabouts.^ For instance, in II, she 
tells « she expects a quie,t day because several people are. out of tew. 



Collecting Diffuse Infonoation. 



Since the whole wher^people-are picture is infonial and consists of 
small dispersed, inputs, and' is moreover in "many cases, variable fromioiient- 
to-iraient jn informal comicating and storing reditu pay', be appropriate.' 



/ 



. One way of understanding people's orientation to their everyday world' is to 
observe their reaction to' unexpected variitions (Garfinke],_1967)> G's 
having been on va^atifln provides such an occasion, lOne quite to the point., 
She finds she does not have'herusualV'SP'of the stale-of-affairs, and ^ , 
' . the reason she gives' .is that her: usual 'infoniiation-gatherinfl habits weren t 
operative on the infotmation she i5,tryjng'to transmit. She expresses her 
folk sensed the appropriate median (short-tenii meinory aided by notes and , 
verbal transmission) for the kind.of information she deals in when she 
says sh^'s not really sure about what the out:Of-town people ar.e doing or 
■ when they'll be back, because all she has to,go on are written messages. . ' 
She sews to feel tha^.the screen provided by written messages ,is too coarse 
for an accurate picture; she would, be more sure of the;p1cture if she had , 
„to present herself to bear people state their plans.' Here's how she", , 
puts it (please note how much conjecturing she does); . . ■ . ■ 
■ fi: Allright.-let'me tell you-Honday, Way, now, you see, I've got, 
' , to look at this because I wrote a lot of stuff down, looks like ■ 
\^ my boss, it says he ma^ attend something down in LA on Way. Hell , 
. ;tqld D to ask if he wanted w to make plane reservations for him, 
to go down Way, because so^.far I haven't heard. So it's . 
possible that B.A. wy not be back Way. but D will be . . . like, ' ■ 
,' I would say that this Tuesday, both will be back. 
E: I won't be able to be here on Tuesday. • 

, \ G: See,, OK, my boss's boss comes back^startinj next week, s,o that there's 
' . . no reason why he has to stay down for that. Ihere is a meeting 
Monday that it says he maji attend 'here. 



I; Hay attend' here? 



G: No, down in El Segundo. yknow, it's funny, I sort flf-lflst-wy-w 
of telling, v'know, who's going t'te here in the tw weeks I've 

. been gone because M haven't heard what' t heir plans've been, y'know. 
I don't know whether what's on the calend ar is all that's hapoenino ^ 
ar whether there's more that just-wasn't written down. ■, ■ '■ 



E: 



■ i o$#Mi«l!!5LS«t^^"9'^ 1t on «v, calendar ■ , • ' 

becaiJseiJithiw.tta^ ■ 
■ ^-put ft dflnn. 'BittTf sure tl«VJ.[rtplaceawt] t(rote dwi'idiat-' ■ 
■ . ■ tter they 'told her, but because she ms sort of teaporary thqr* 

' .Bywt'»etold!iere»^1n^y'l«*'. V : , 

■ ■'' ,■ .' ■ 'V • " ■■ ' . ' ' ' ■ ■ 
1. " ■ . ■ ■•' '■■ ' ■ 
■. ' ■ shaj said th»tiheu« writing as a wnry aid but apparently 

^ ants to tave access to' the p*arydata.^leto^^ . . 

.plai«.-befottsteftel$sa«ofthe1irfo^t1^^ , 

her«lf»$awrtl1te1y«0p1e«tfflrthefuin 
■■ pjrtiplar j^ttts there' asto^^^ J's te^orary stattK. Ste seens to 
V be \m tf sta9es„of scitenlng or InterpretatiM having l«en perfomd . , 

on the dau ^fore 1t reached her: .1) the principals in' questlw .selected • ; 
' «tat1nfor«ti(>nto9lveJ;2):0«<«)tedaffltte.ft^^^^^ 

stood On the otherh«l,6:W.^W 

• !«; told 2) light hvepicki^^^^ 

■ teen directly tald; ^) Bight jlso hiAyellclted Infot-tlon xhert, she m. 
: -::g,ps. (irotiy1ngtoreciwtnictheit\(iepresu^^^^^^^ 

, .;Be4;BlghtentaiU ,, 

• 'Direct acceys' to the full details of th^ra» data bett^^^^^^^ 

^■ transBlttedtoherandcoll^^ 

■ • propertyofS-s»tni'tyasan1«for«t1cn«d1«of ttek1ndIa«t.7ln^ . 
' to 'descrlte. She collects detalU pirtly iNirposlvely and partly at rand». 

■ • 1 e . ii1tt»«t tevlng axlear^ot plan for using thei: and then she pulls 

. t'to out as- xcaslw^ call the. to Und. ' Mother use sta Mkes rf, this ranta. 
' . iMIoIi Is to construct possibilities fn» It; In «ny of tJ« person- . 

■• ■ locatl^ passages cited al^e.G con3ectures ,al«rt.so«»« . 
: ; ekes f1cted.upse^4onsc1«Bly or in passing, ^or Wet)«fon«l^ 

, Pasage-- ■'■ ,' , ' ,, 

. • I: ^Is he' In? [standing ln front ;f siwcne s^ door] 

• ■ .s- ohh-Wnk hews sitting In the bean bag chair over ;in the . • 
j cor^e^-Ithlnl.li hiKelf Mble),w.less;s«^ _ 

,■ /t that I didn't notice'. " ■ 
■H:.vii!ii()cks] Doesn't ans«r; 



■•.■;•!■■ ! 



?^ER1C 



. 10 



■ S: tfiynchu just open the door? ■ ,. ' ' , 

In several cases (includln? the foregoing one) G gives advice froo. . 
conjectures or suggests alternate plans of action: .for locating people ' , 
based on her knowledge of their habits. , . , ; 

■ £: See If FR's dowi in his office, i^aybe he c'n hel^p you. [re:' ,. ^ 
■■ ■•,^oi«'i(orkto bedone] ' . ' ■ .' ' , 

• ■ , ' ♦ ■ • ' ; 

• . F:' Thisnay?, ■ ' ■ ' ■ , ' 

^ ' ■■" " ■ . ■ ' , 

. ai Yeah, one, 'tw, I think the thfrd door dwn. 

■ f: . I figure, y'knox, If I can't find 'in, it's a11rioht,,too. 

.[ ■ ' ■ . • " ■* , 

s - ' ' ' ' • ' ' • ,* I ■ 

G: Oh, If they're not uo her^,-, they, beAw (in«id1ble).' 
F: ; Yeah, they c'd be doxnstairs. ■ ■ . ' ,, - . 



G: Yeah. 



Another Instaice'lii the sare vein show G camentlng on her owi conjecturing 



process,:. . 
R; Is Fi in there? 




■ g! ' l)h, Kith his door shut, he'night be.' ' I'm -^'m never vUe sure. 

r J:. [door'sqiieaks]Yup!' 

' G: te's there? ■; ; ■ ., / , . , 

■iere %r shut" seems to, be a possible clue, or else it.ra5ks' the ' ; • 
:|:evidence--FRV.«tual«lity^ that G finishes up tlK interactiw^ ■ 
■ ^;iy;:reJ.atiU in questipr foil t!ie jnfonffltion R gathers that FR is ■ ^ 

. ■ jnifact there: G thus has^sejeral wys Df.arrivina at an answer that will ■.. ' ; s, 
. .'■^cliet^r^Wte s^^^ 1) directfira infowBtionfrM the'', , • ; 

,.';:;ii;^|frirobs y .^V 

■^■or^ifnolWc&let^;3)>lKititi^^^ 



r>t''' : ^ 
' . . ... xO 



■ 4) knowledge of tlie laMts^f Indlvidualr Sj^and , 
appraisal of cues presunBbly "also from pistinfomation. 6) ^ also has 

. Incidental pirtial inforrattbn, such as .having seen sowone walk down the' 
'■ ■ tall tn a given direction. . • . . . . 

' Ciiwlati^ 

■ ' ... • .. ■ / ■ „•> ^' ■ 
' . In addjtion to locating peojlei G perfoms similar Infonnation . 
processing operations on itens. ?y siillar 1 mean she collects all ' ■ ^ ^ 

■ available infomation. \In the recorded conversations she both elicited „ 
and "provided detailed infonnation on iteris and iheir histories, proyjding. 
infonnation being evidence of having collected Infomation earlier. • The 
infomation on iteas, IJte that on people^s whereabouts is not necesslrily ■ 
or not yet "forttl" infonnation,^ i.e., It .is probably not docuiiiinted or 

. .required\for Uom, However, it could at sone point be seen as relevant / 
for docwienting. This kind of infomation, like offhand cownents aboiit 

■ . procedures, niay'become relevant after a nuliiber of instances has accumulated, 
. ■ or after ^niiiiiber of people voice the same* observation. This kind of 

Iirfonnatloh in gwral, Jiid. periHps-especiaU 
: higli'iiiortaHty rate^ it very quiqUy ehanges.of becomes lrrelevant. Scflie of . 

. it, lK)wver,.iiay correspond to fomai onianlzation chart inforration. ■ Or 

agaiHiitiiiglitbecoK.partbf anindiirito , 
. history if diagnostic atjtentlon is ever called to it. At sone point a 

•trend" may be' perceived or a threshh'old reached nhich wkes cohesive bits ; 

of iRforstion that wre foraer)/ trivial or isolated. , 

Itens and Procedures. - . '.^ 

During the. three-and-a-half hour taping sessions, the following .,1 
. rerorks about equiprent and procedures were recorded:^^ 
1. ■ a) SoDfione asks about/a'change in .G's. equipment. She explains- • 
in reasonably full detail (for a layperson) the wiring changes that were 
' ' made in tier office equiprent, step-by-step. ' 
' , "' ■ b) The saiK person then asb her; about th^ tape re^^^ , 

-she explains why it's there. (Note; several entries deal with. the 
. . , tape recorder^ iihich Is "artificially" introduced into the settinq, 
perhaps padding the niiiiber of .entries. But the reactions and ex- 
■ planationvijwrobJbly consistent with those any strange object or 

■■•12 "■ :■ ' ■ ^ ■, '■ 




piece, of equipment would' provoke. " The dOwer failure was another. .... 
fortuitous.'stiinulus.) ■ " . ' 
\ 2, , , i Some cwls are nade about the shcrtaqe of nail boxes, new ones • 
' . are suggested^ and G states'ther^e is no tuore room for them* This; 
. ; provokes a joke that a new hire should be cancelled because there's 
/. " no room for his mail boxV G explains plans for an "archive^box" in 
• . ."that location. ■ • ■ , 
3. ' G talks with another secretaryabout color copiers ^history of, 
/mishaps with--1n the middle of a'more personal conversation. The link 
. betwee* the personal conversation and color copiers was "what F was .• 
carf7ing/about tO'do." * 
4; ' ^ In the process of doing and correcting some typing work, G and ,/ 
a principal discuss, the relative merits of snopaking-vs. scraping with 
a razor' for typing xorreftions. . 
. 5. , "■ G and a mail person discuss something she put in the 'lout" box, 
; , She asks about the status of mail sent ("Oid.you send the stuff dowrf?"), 
; ■ aski; for a mail task to be' done, .explai nS' wfiy she is. raking, the request, 
'6. V G.explains why'she is carrying sojuch copy paper: there were" 

■ only! three, packages over inomal load left fn' the supply room, so ' ■ 

■ * ■ she's bringing all there' were to tfie'copie^ m. She also explains her. 

■ route from the stock room to the copier room, which is not the ordinary 
■ route:*a non^foutine activity going on in. the bdiiding, 

, 7; ■ ■■ G a.sks a principaV^iit where to file certain infomation, • ■ 
indirectly suggesting Vnew file category, be made. Both review the ■ 
existing lieadings and he rates up a new one. They joke :about the 
.catch-all nature of the newly created category' and compare it to . . 
-"all of them" (the files) and "everything, [0]. ever did." 
. 8. /..After a power failure has occurred, and current comes^ t»ck.on, G 
is heard on the phone .coiimenting on "the probable state of .someone's . 
equipment. .Wishes them luck. . 
9, , G calls purchasing 'to inquire about file folders for A, another- 
secretary. She then gives A a full history of the stocking of that . . 
kind of folder,, projects the likelihood of getting some, and plans to 
get some' for A and' herself if th^ are located. Jokes about the^ 
; availability 'Of needed resources. ' ■ ■ 
„. 10. .■ G.calls someone to'find out if the "system" .is still down from the 
, -power failure.- Coniiertts or the type'of event it is., doesn't know what 
to expect, conjectures state of affairs. 
' , ': , ■ y 



■ G ttlis .accowitms to ehecV onljie possible dupllcattofi^ if her. 
.' 'wc^tion pjy,;gpes>rflu9h «n.;eUborate:(lescript1fln of recent pjy . 
' schedule ta iscerUlfl ff evenftlijiig is proceedin? nonMlly. 
% : T«:i«h (HsciBs J joke about tlie power failure; vProceduril and 
; . .1nvffltbi7.advice could be .deduced frwi the discussion: al'the place , ^ 

\i'suppMedto la«ipowr generator; b)^ wiy things are nw you 
■. ■ need a box of iatchs ftr eKrgency lighting-^t on lighting situa- . 
'-, tibn in graphics lab': toUlly dark in a p«er failure ("Ihey did one 
\ \ thliig in that graphics lab' they shouldna done..."); c) no ewrqency 
. , ; 'lighting dwnst^irs; d) soBeone ms writing 'inside" electrwic equip- . 
■ Kilt vheii the poMer CM «>; e) sweone lost tw days' «rk. Mhen 

the power went off. • ' ' 
''li. : s«onec«s to register a fwlaiTi*with ,G abottt,the.inefn^^^^ 

' of the teleplxifte set^they*have, re$ultli]slnplan^ 
. ulsition a separate line that doesn't autowtically transfer after 

";. ttottrings and aii lnstraent that has a loud bell. , ; 
': U. -/.G.coiiaiits thatter teminal is not on yet. I ask questions, and- . 
., ■ „. S gjw$.,a histay of her experience with on-line equlpnenft her tralning, 

■ ■ ityiK^bf eiipfcnt she has worked on, probleB and frustrations with,' , 

iadlttStMtto. • • • ■; ■ ■ ^ 

15. : 'SaBone asks, about the tape recorder; general discussion of. being • 

'^tapereeordei ■■■ ' . ■. ' 

16;. • .' fia$k$ sc«0(ieViether.he retrieve a lost food cont^injr.. They 

■ .. tiik about the probla of food, being lisslng regularly from the rt-. 

; " fr1gerator. G.pro»ides: analogous incident ifroB tte' past. Other.person 
: . ■ ■■■.'gl»e$ full details of the theft (fhoever it is takes sow of the food 
• ■ ..'then doesn't even rewrap the res^, so that all^of 1t is lost). 
; 17. ,G tells a.calter about the teleptaw equi^^^^^ 

. inm. 



Interactive Context. 



18. 



19. 
20. 



■ Sflttone-asky if the central coi^eilj'ijurvived the power failure; 
G responds with an account of what hertenrinal has been doing, says , 
couputer not rtspondlng. 

V 'SoBone iks about the tape recorder. .: 
. , ione. tells G about'work lost^iecause of the power failure. 5 
tries td^-find 'oqt the reason for'tiie'power;fa1lur?.fairly persis 
as the-person continues to elaborate on the; natur« of the work lost.- 



' Gathering and disseninatinn randon bits of; infotration like those •. 
listed above wy occur in many contexts . (be of our Questions in doing the ' 
study.had to do with the extent- or. structure' of the relationship. between' 
personal and office-related conversatlofis. The e^^^^^^^^ (itw 
fi above). between'E and another secretaiy was sandwiched Into a conversation 
'which began with G's vacation as its topic,' proceeded through vacations in 
general, plans for Christr^s. visitii^ faiiljes, then shifted to the ex- ^ 
chaSge to he quoted'about color Mp1ers,^ich gave way to the other wonan's 
physical condition and the reason for it,' her new boyfriend, what he was 
cooking for dinner that night, the novelty of the dish, and concluded with. 
G's wishes that the other have^gfcd tiw. . • 



.'Are you trying to copy some stuff? . , 
'Yup. 

;!0h, on.labelsr . ; 

' NOiI've got:-cardS"that I've been using.. 

,i. Oh, cards. M., . . . , • 
■ //(iiiaudibie) J. gave ne labels,, just--and she' wanted w to talk to 
•;<|'and se ifIcouldrun 'winthe'-^^^^ ^ 
1%, Jre they colored? 

'.■'&h, -Y Mde then. , , - • , ' 

(partly slnultaiieouslyl ■ Somebody, .^colo^•al yeah, those, right, 
iich 1t burned up the mautiine or stmething the last tine* . 
,It did, the last time, I renetiber. Something like-- . 
. didn't knpw anything about it, but tba^'s what s^ said:'.' 
yeah. L resember when they tried to run them aqain, and for sone 
reason it. jamed,. or did something. 

(Inaudible) . ' , ' 

See if FR's down in his officfi Hay^ he' can help you. [This- 
Is :tlwisai«e event as 13 in the set of person-locating events.] ' 

This way?' , ' .,' ' ■.; '■ ;■ 
Teah. one, two, I think the, third door dwn- ' ' . ' 

.1 figured! y'kncw, if 1 can't find 'in, it's allright, too-. ; • 

■ Oh. 'if they're not up here, they liglit be dwn, (inaudible). . ;• 
Keah, they c'd be downstairs.,. . ' ■ 

yeah. ■. ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 



G: 
F: 
G: 

F:,' 
S: 

F: 1 

-G:, 



F: 
G: 



G: 
F: 
G: 
h 



F: F hitt l MS C«<M.FR (liaiKHble). Oftwll... ' 
. . ■.6^ ' wijTO UkMBibout tlie^d 
; F: hl'.not it tlie ttw. 

' Cause s^i|o4y »1<i thtynih.KZ, ntybe that ms last wek she 
cj« o»(!^«'''n Mlthtr color copleriias up. 

, F: (slljht laagh) . ; 

& But, y'kwir, I don't kn» wliy-it doesn't mean they're broken, it 

.. sight" ' ' . 

F: (slight overlap) Yeah. • '' 
G: They have 'eadowi- 

' F; . Or-dolii' sdiiethlngto . 

'. fii '(siniltaneolisly) For other reasons, y'kn^, so- ■ . — 
■,;.- F:: I'mtW. ' ■ 
, Only the beglnthii^of the wek, F. , 

F: I know, I hiveh^t recouped. Last night I m out lateV too; so-- . . ■ 
„■ ft recouped. I «»t to bed early Sunday night id)en I grt . . 
■ ■ . F: (Inaudible) a friendxlio Is keeping oe'iwch too busy. 

[etc.-'they go on to develw. another conversation] 

■ IheWof citing this passage at length is to show that <leta11ed 
Itei histories my occur' iflvthe context of the general conditions and 
activities of people and things in tfe^^ronnent, a very open frarework. 
The history may be generated by what seess to'.be a comon .tendency to start 
with a connent on a present state of affairs, refer.back to the past for 

an explanation, of that, and to project future^ possibilities. This pattern . 

■ will be discussed in another paper under the 'heading of conversational types . 

and structures. ', ' . ' ■ 

te. part of a "personal' .conversation between G and F," the following 

potentially useful office Inforation could be' gleaned:!) FIs going to ' 

try to copysoKthIng, 2) onto .carts. Apparently labels are another pos-. .... 

slble Mdlim. 3] She Is.golng to cdlor copy. 4) This Is betause the items . ., , 

to be.copled are colored. 5) .Y >ade"' "thffli" (the things tobe copledl. ' 

•6) The 'color copier' "bumed up' the 'last time", i.e., suffered some serious ■ „ ; 

nlfunction In the past connected' with, the same project. 7) G has the same, . - 

■.infomation. 8) F's info/matlon.is second-hand. 9) Thenachine jawedon 

asecond attej<it. 10) FR may be able to- (lelpF (presupposition: he)nowS; 

sottthing about the color ccfpjer). 11),hW office i^^hree doors down from.. 

fi's. I2) lf he's not in it, he foay be downstairs (presup^^^^^^ the, ' : /■ 



same ■building). 1.3) Wther color coplir was usable. (''up''] . 
.week. 14) Not be1ng'''up" doesn't nice^arlly mean the machines are broken. 
Apparently they are worked on for other reasons. 15) Information relating • 
to G'^ and F's lives is also available. For Instance, It might not be ' . 
■ . Irrelevant th*t F Is tired, that G was on vacation the previous week, etc. ; • 
These facts could foii the context fir other F and G' events In the office. 
V ■ ' Casual Interpersonal contacts ,/then, may provide occasions for many- 

"state-of-affairs" topics, some ofMich transmit background Information about 

■ the' life of the office which can be or become relevant to tasks. The 1n- 
dlscrlminacy of the infomati&i Is a feature wilch provides access to facts 

■ of Indeterminate future relevance! For Instance, the history of color 

- , ' coplar malfunctions came up as/a result of G's peral . interest in F's • 
■ ' doings. This general interes/^idted a fairly fine degree of detai • 
to F's iimiediate. task .Intentions, even .though G herself.. had no direct re- 
■ ijtlonshiptothetask'orieiiulpment 
■. _:ipiiiediately practical rea5{ns,just "find1ng,out."^In the'pTO^^^^^ 

" out about F, however, G provides the listener with some potentially 'Interest- 

■ •.' ' .ing InfornBtion' about the office' equipcienti add we can Infer that F'J know-- 

ledge about colorcopiers and their likelihood of perforainfl nay have been 

■ , ■ .:■ fV-/ ■■■■ , • ■ 
refined in the exchange: • 

Decoding Indirect Speech Acts. .. .. 

In another situation^ a, complaint about telephone lines (cited above), 
G'also. »5 cajplete'|picture of the situation as possible in order 
■ to- pass xn the infWlon'as a' recordation or reqw^^^ 

■ to.be Installed. . • 

. . P: . HI. . ', ■ - ■ ..■ ■ 

. . G;: Dldyaget a coupla calTs down there? .. 

Yeah. .All those phones are copies of real people^s^extenslo^^ 

, ■ , that doe'sn't work 'very well. , 

; ' ., G:.' . Oh,. cause it rfkgs in somebody's office- first. , 

: , " ■ P: .Yeah, there's oJoi down there, which Is Y, and 0002, which is- . 
. ■ '- i(:.jhdyouVn sorta see the method in the madness, •but.iB- 
;, . there's also; 0007, iich Is ^en. 

/ V.' ■ '5V.'0h, that'sVV;^ ■ , 

) : . I P:. is:,it? - . 

■ ■ ; g"' OCOJ.'S'.VV's, yeak Hell, how 'bou,t if we uh-;.-where'5"this,is 
• ' ' dwninffonJ'Ofth3t-.-b1g.--doubleroom,.riiiht? ' 



P: 
G: 

P: 
S:, 
P: 
G: 



G: 
P: 

P; 

G;.. 
P: 
E: 



yeihJt'slnW. I- .A 

Uli iSriJ Jte e^lpawt-'ls thatf a [type, of tennlnal] you're 

Mrklng on? ■ '. , ^ • ' . 

■Tttlir", • ' ' , . , ' : 

Is th^ite™iiiil]9«iM stj][ there- < ■ ; ' 

•do you think, er- > ' 

Tliat's jonna be our lab.' Ile're gonna be doim there all the tint, 
(imiidlble). :\ 
tellrshwW « get a different-! wiilf think ne should have a- 
(overlap) I think so. Teah. I don't knw that I can aotliorUe 
■ yqu to.get a plione^ b(it.tf"fno no* on I wri't- 
llnaudlble] ' ^ . ' 

iwi't take any «)re calls. 
I'll mention it to V and s« If- ;,: 

■OK.' 

-He tliinks there should be one there...[P goes on to describe 
nore prfl61e« *1tlHte present set-iip]...«, well w.could talk 
to V ind.Mybe le could get the bell changed, [Th^ cwtlnu* 
to recapitulate the situation,] ' '. 



■ Here G 'perfoms.a coablned person-location an(l*1te«i status/history 
, as an-analysis of ,a situation that needs to be changed: This Is doiin In 
front of that big'double roon; r1ght?'-"Is that a [type of teralnal] you're 
^wrklng on?"--'Is the [teralnal] gowia stay'there?"/ tile P provides a 
good deal of detail .about.the problem as it affects. him [oore.than was 
pted), Solicits froB hlnlnfoniBtlon, that iri If presumably, be relevant 
. to the newtelephone decision. Jhis is he^ocedure. In teras .of roles, G 
m iised as an tntemediaiy for nhat constituted a refiuest, coning in the 
fomi of a cwplaint l(i fully elaborated detail ; and idiich she trill pre- ^ 
^soMbly digeit.witli' the' resulting reccmendation oade ea»11c1t fbr the 
benefit of the pereon ^ can effect the change. , Note that P, the com- • 
plalnee,, never in. fact asked for.a new set-up. He described the present, . 

•jalfunct1on1n.such'detail.asto'lea(lfitoMke,the'.M^^^ ' ' 

.'p8«ntIy.consiile«d Ills job:done after the .interaction dted.. , In .teras of ■ 
$peei''art^ry(Sear]e.l96^.W),?^ 



"All of it doesn't seem to wrk very wll which G^appropriately in- 
\terpreted: "Hell, should w get a different-I yiould pink w should 
have a separate lab phone..,ni nentiou'lt to V^nfse^if-." G in- 
cidentally repeats the gist of the conversation to soreone «ho later tried 
to call P {IV, in the list of iten-procpdure cwnts). The 'phone prob- 
le«i" becoaes part of her current repertoire of 'state of affairs' infor. ■ 
Mtlon to be transmitted when appropriate, in this case to'explain to a _ '. 
caller tihy he is having a hard tine reaching P. ; This .one event illustrates 
, several' aspects of G's role in the inforaation spheme at once: 1) she re- 
ceives generally; 2) she .interprets the nature-of the iinforaation-i.e., 
here she perceives a request in a long string of facts about the telephone ■ 
systen; ,3) she elicits, further infomation M will be important to the _ 
decision on.the request;. 4). she identifies t)er wi role in the set-up- 

■ tctell somone who can get things changed; 5) and she stores the infonation. 
tobe used if a secondary occasion cones up for wWch it is appfopriate- 

; someone's attenpt to call. p. ' , 

Facilitating Attivities and Social Buffering. ' . v 

■ . One consequence' of G's having and transuittihg diffuse Infomation about 

■ the conditions and locations of people and things is that She _enab:les others . 
to be' more efficient. '.She accomplishes this InNeveral wys:.l) she nay di- 
rectsweone prtcisely to a person or thing,' saving then the effort of a, ^ 

'', randd search or the postponetbt of the task or contact; 2) she way recon- 
' "■ mend a course of action based on iihatever partial- information she has,' ■. 

■ possibiy increasing a [lerson's likelihopd of success. She often suggests , 
: alternate courses in case of.first course failure, and she encourages people 

' to persevere in their' efforts (ihere she may be better able to predict su>. 
cess or appropriateness than they are': "Hhynchu just open the' door?"; ■ 
3) She saves people wsted effort bf flatly discouraging them, viz.," she 

■ «ill infortXMile'' is oat' of .tpwn, saving then repeated, .calls 
; /or dou'bts as to a'callee's.having received a message. Likewise, she knows 

■ when equipmnt is'not.functi.jnih;j, saving "others detailed inqu1fy.' 4n the 
data we also saw her tt7iB(tb" fi'nd oirf why equi;»ieiit didn't work. |n, 

' these cases too, stie' My suggest an alternate course, or defer the person to 
a tine when' success'is more likely. . . ' • . ' . 



. These are all inys. In uhlch G saves oeople tine and effort, f dif- 
ferent order of savings 6 provides is that of face. She buffers^ respon- 
siblllty. For {nstance» having made a lengtliy conplaint to her, P need not ^ 
pursue the prohlen of telephone installations aiv further, as she becones 
responsible for transiiltting Infonnatton about his problen to the appro- 

..prlate person. But^note the tnfonnal nature of the chain coimunication / 
set In notion here. ' ( Is not, foni)al1y«spealc1ng, the person to contact ^ 

. about telephone pro^leois*. But she Is someone who Is there to hear about 
then, who can be ap'proached at almost ariy tine, and jiho knows what to do 
In order to get action. G, In, receiving the complaint, cannot grant or 
refuse a phone. Iii transmitting the complaint w1,th a reconnendation, she ' 

•1s:not wking a request j^her own behalf. P meanwhile can vent his full . 
annoyance with the situation on someone who isn't directly responsible for , 
It,' who win* get something done about 1.t» and who will 1is{en patientiy 
to the fiill account of the problem as a'personal frustration as wej1 as 
technical impropriety, $ii!tilarly, with the wftitoring of calls and with. , 

. changes of ^plan^E can transmit a oiessage that' inconveniences someone else 
without- being the agent of the inconvenience. ^ For Instance, having made a 
plane reservation for a visitor at the wrong airport due to a misconception 
of distances on his part, E phones back- to change it through the same agent 

■ ten prinutes later: » ■ 'j:':' . • ' , ' 

i. ■.' 'Hi,Z,tMsis.GatH? I just told H about Ms rKemtion , ' 
■ and. he'd like the 7:15 out SJ Insrfad of the 7^30 out of SF. 

[laoghsjivy-^e-es?! [laii9hs]..jRrlght;..Yeaji. 

• ■ ■' . ' • . . ' i ... 

. ■ ■ Hotenhat H had provided- G with the original BlsinforBtlon for raking ' 
tlie reservations, but she represents him as "just havlng been told" about 
them. G's comical tonf .of voice, 'IKe-e-es?" and little laughs also dis-. 

' tjnce her frta agency in the situation. G and Z.can joteiabout the situa- 
tion, which is an , Inconvenience to Z, because while G is transnitting the in- 
comeniencetb 2, she isn't .the agent of it, and she minagesto get H,off . 

' the hook soBfiidiit,- too. Trivial as it night seen in the Instances above, , 
this ibuffering activity can be , one. of thempre. crucial sociil functions; . 

, secretaries perform, iile an unknown proportion of infonatibit 'cir- ' . 

: culated : ill' the office is at siMie level socially neutral, other 'infonna- " 

.'tion is loaded eniotionally.or social'ly.for pjrticular.individiials in 
pirtlcular situations. The secretaiy's functioiras a general infoniiati on' 



,■ transBittir, which 1 hope the foregoinc examples have amply illustrated, • 
makes her an ideal medium for transmitting potentially delicate, ccwnica- 

, "tions of particular kinds as well. • She is not used to trfsmit only del- 
icate infomation, thereby i»rkinc a message as* delicate by the very fact 
of being its^medium of transmission/^ She transmits' many different kinds 
of information of differing functional and social weights. This means that 
. the fact thatapartiailarpi^ceof.jnfonwtion comes ,through^^^ 
* necessarily mark«1t' as. a particular kind of information, leavinp room, for 
situationally desirable ambiguities and providing a convenient lack of 
agency for requests, changes and other socially sensitive infoinatiofi. 
In the foregoing paragraphs, I have been trying to, illustrate two kinds 

' of things 'about verbal ccmmum'catlons I recorded. ^^On one level , "there seems 

■ to be- a stream of information continually flowing 'through this secretary's . 

. post. This information in many cases is about office events and items, * 
though it is not elicited or transmitted necessarily for an iwnediate office' 

, ■ purpose, flor is it stored necessarily under specific headings, or perhaps it 
is.'better to say that it seems to be cross-referenced. mentally for very 
' m of Its conceivable attr'^butes" or applications, some of which might ; : 
■ seem irrelevant in a "systeqatic" approach. ■ Because of these apparent 
properties of verbally transmitted^infortnation in the context ^f ordinary 
conversation } felt it appropriate to call ^this medium a diffuse inf orma- . 
tion system. ^ ; " . 



Ambiguity of Interactlffis. , 



' On another level, and to someitt^^^^ 
Interactions that ire carrying this.dlffuse information seem at times to 
serve dual purposes. The most notable case in the data cited is that of 
the vacation/color copiers/new friend- sequence, part of which was ^quoted. 
In indicating a second level of discussion about verbal comfwnication I am^ 
referring back to the concepts mentioned in ;the introductory-section and to. 
the propositions that people , in the course'of doing their work and talking 
about it are very much personally P^'^^^^t. In.addition to inforrotion a\)out 
the locations and conditions df things atid people directly relevant to fhe 
work environment, the diffuse infonaation system observed carried, a lar^e; 
amount of Information about the office personnel as individual people. 1 
learned a great deal in a short time about the personal histories, marital 
status, hobbies, vacations, tastes,. and diet of a nu*er of people {not ' 



jll these jbjut each one, of course). Consistent with. xhatf I perceive as . , 
a^diffifliny In atrlcjting altogetit the personal from the utilitarian"' ' 
in office cowniotioB, it is not easy to'draw the line'that different^iates , 
persoaalWrsatioflS frwi writ: ones, tbgh there are .dearly differences, 
' of topic aniof «od along this kind of axis. . He can look at these as ^ 
c«?l«e«taiy, wtiiJlly necessary kinds of interactions. I wwld also.like 
to point out the aabignity betneen tha. , 
■ tu "persoMl' In the present .context (peRonal vs. «rk-related), _ ■ *• ■ 
one understands a reference to conversations that are strictly about the ; ■ 
persflMl lift events or coiKlitions of individuals. But in fact, a "personal"- 
conversation is less easily.Heflned than light appear, it least to my.satts-';. 
. faction. \ setf of wrt instructions can be highly •pefswal," i^ it is ' ' ' 
couched in fa»11iar language or prt)duces extensive interpersonal feedback 
njwse Kork "utility" 'is hani' to isolate frtn its iJiterpe.rsonal diwnsipii." : 
. The follaring exchange might serve as ao exaf le of an interaction that in ; 
content Is. entirely about writ but that'convejis'^ certain aaount- of . 
qaiitlictikeit at the $a« timerf The.passage qiioted' is only.a sail section. ■ 
.ofthentiK exchange. 



\ f [q«lk$,uptoS'$deskl, , ' 'y 

q: Etave SDK figures to label.. 
■■ G;. HhB. Okay. , .■:,„.; ■ . ' ' . 
■ Q: flaytie I should've^ I should just tell ybu* 
S: .Uiatt'putinMInd just dolt noti?' 



• fi: 

q." 

S:. 
■ 0: 

Id:, 
■G: 



OL. ■ ■. ; • '■ ' 
(Inaudible-to self) ■ 

let's, see, tdiat did I use .before-I think I 'used a [type of font]. I 
ll1ght.above'hereI«ntasjy'"[natt]inventiry." • , . ' ; 

Aboye that left-hand colwi?' ^ 
Jlbove that-centered above that colinr. • 

[Hw] inventory. ,' ■ ,, r,, 

.Right.. ' : ' . : ' ' . 

shall I center each wrd, or just Iwve-like can I have^ ttwi 

all start at, the, left margin? 

You could have then all start at the left «argin. • 

OIC [types] ■-■ 



n 



q': This one I wnt tc say, uk, yoii can iirite It'inside this box,; . > 
' ' ,, . IfiyiSu wnt t«,,uiii"W-File. , .'■ ' ■ ^ >, . ■ ■ 

■ .V: M-BrFile-'threewrds, ■ ' , '■ 

qiV Three i^lJ. ' • ' . . .. , , . 

.Gv'teiijy. , •■ ' i'. 

qV And-'dowi at this box here; say "Po|nter page." . >. .•• » • v' 
G: l(ay.[tliis,interaction continues for soKtiK and results in - 
,q's request that "Uopy the. finished dociwflt.} /.. . 

•There are several' features that personalize this utilitarian transaction. 
First of. a;i,. it is highly cooperative in its. structure.- q could'liav? ' .• 
handed G.asrt of wit^n instructions i)utchose to "Just tel^ ^r; G • 
helps q by finishing his sentences, for hinjone' cited, others jn' uncited, • 
text), by. repeating back all his''instruptipns and by letting him kh»»,when 
'She is ready.'for new ones. Jhe also asks about altimative ways of fonat- , 
iing theMteria-T- Q is' indirect about) his requests: laybe I shouJd juSt 
tell you," "Herel«anta say;" "Th^ow 1 wnta say,' "OK, what I «nta^\ 
do is get six copies of this thing." 'He also Lides at least tfe gram-, r 
Mtical illusion of options (one 'feature of R. ^koff's''nile5,of politeness, '. 
Lakoff, 1973) in such forms as "H^be I shoiild;" . (which G conpletes,;fpr,: 
him) "You Muld have them all start at the left wrgin," "Tou can write.;U; ' 
inside this box, if you wart to." /Elsewhere he usk hedges''as.a.poKible . • 
softening device for a long string of instructions: "I.suess'put'Pl ^^y - 
Tbke'it sort V a capital P wi.th sorta the^l' a subscript; so]ja]ite;.V 
q it times thinks,alo,ud",abput what he is dpihg and gets feedback fiw G.-' ■ 
Elsewhere G volunteers ■advice' on how to make corrections and discusses tte - ... 
writs of hej-.uethod. She wkes a suggestion about headings and jokes' ■ 
about the contents of the docunent: "lif they 'C'n understand it ift the first ; 
place.":q is,indirect again in pointing out a typing error: *There was,one:" 
there was one little typo. Ifound,; but 1 'didn't' i<^nta nake another c'l^p/- . ' 
just for that, so we can just correct this," an(! in his ii'of setting a \ 
deadline'for the copying: ' I'll Pick those.iip froti you tljiis- afternoon so V 
• we can'get- Iwantaget D to look at it." ■Note that in referring to activ- 
ities G is supposed to can7 out> 5 rentier, "speaker-based" conditions, 
'pt, .he wants and. what he intends' jo do after she perfons the thereby - ,■ ■■ 
. iiaplicitly requested tasks- of correcting, coifleting, and copyinq.' In all , 
both Q'and O'show a good'deal of. social sensitivity in,negot1ating a..cl.eariv 
hierarchica.T, thoroughly work-based situation. .Those'wneuver^ we m^t 



ERIC- 



designate as s*1al~thi stylistic; dlBejislon . of O's requests-prolably' facil- 
itate tlie work, ftaturts of their Interaction which clearly seei to serve 
the work-G*s wptttins allO's dictation backto him jnd his reconfirtiing 
it-iir addition.tfl ensaring. accuracy, give a highly Interactive structure 
to the situation..,.! don't «ean to overlnterpret the social aspect' of this 
activity, biit_ I hope I'have illustrated the ai*i.gui^ betteen wrk and 
personal activity as if appears in what is. priMrily a work evfcnt. . 

ConclttsioD. . • • ' 

, ' In theforegoinj I have tried to Illustrate aspects of the.verbal 
■dill in office work that I think should be taken into account in re- 
stwturing offia Systew. Briefly, «v points are tiatWice work is. .. 
i fora of social life and that its very sxiabilfty is useful to the trans- 
lission of certain kinds ofJnfoiiation and to the carrying out of sime of . 
its ^||^)orta.nt'art1»itie$, HorNver, the i^^^^ that talk- 

• ing and' fac^to-face contact provide are in sane ways rat rePHxlucible' 
artificially, especially as regards collecting, cross-re'fefwicing storage, 
and- interpreting'of aabiguous, incidental, short-tem and plti-purpose bits 
of environnental infonnatlfln. This Is a first step, in a;1onger ten re- 

. search on conversation as an infomation Bediua. In the future I intend 
to investigate tie structure of conversations that" cany or elicit cooiplex 
infotrotion, W the mm corpus of pilot project data. In addition I nw 
have aore data from a larger office. Fron this- data I ^aa hoping to find 

' out something about how people supplement paper and'co^iuter-based informa- 

,. tlon with spoken exchanges. This lattr corpus on a first pass contains 
wre of the kiiwb of infomtion. strategies and structure, that could inform 
.the design of an artificial system. . ■ ' 
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Fogtnotes 



1. There is a literature, both on the relationship of technoloqy to social 
change and on cultural problems in fosterino "deveVoppient." Smelser's 
(1968) monograph on industrial weaving innovations in the 19th century is 

a prototype which spells out the ranificatlnns.and staoes of clianne involved 
in the introduction of a, radically nerkind of equipment. Njngin (1970) 
provides a cbllection'of, papers documenting the differences in the orior- 
ities of . "planners" aiid the people whose lives are being- affected by the 
plans One of th^papers contrasts the sequence of facilities installed • 
by a squatter craiuliity for its own use.with those projected by architects -; 
for housing developments.;. The priorities.are mirror Images to the extent 
that they coincide at all. . _ • ■ 

2. Roberts and O'Reilly (1976) provide a«plrii;al support-for the thesis 
that interpersonal contacts are useful to organizational work. The re- 
sults of a large miltifaceted survey they conducted in three Navy work ■ . 
groups show that '!participation in coiiunicatiofl' networks is associated^ 
with higher perforwnce than i.sisolation,Mp.l6). -AlsQi-partlclpants , . 
high cocmunlcators) were' found to- use more media (face-to-face, conver- ; 
sjtion, telephone conv^sation, and writing) and to receive more redundant 
infomation, by self-report. Preswably thit means they received the . 

■ sMe infomtion frm more' than one source. "Isolates," on t e other and: • 

■ reported a greater tendency' deliberately to withhold InfomBttpn. What is 

; irost interesting, for the present 'purpose is that a coiiBarison of coimn ca- 
ters to isolates on performance-related dimensions showed the cownlcators 
to be more satisfied with their jobs, more comnitted to the organization 
and to be better perfofflers.' The study doesn't explain the correlations, 

■ however. - . ■' ' ; ' ■ 

Ouchi and Jaeger (1976) project a direction for business organizations 
between what they characterize as Japanese-style and current AnerlcSn-style 
organization. These differ on dimensions relating to how f ra a source 
of affiliation and how holistlcally concerned with the employee s « • 
fare as an individual a mm is- They point out that workplaces, h»- 
ever alienating they.may be, are for oany Africans the strongest form 
' of affiliational support. In a case study of an interaediate-style orga- 
nization in the U.S., they' report as follcw, basino their conclusto 
on .first-hand observation and psychological test inStninents: ia|M| 
described a co«Mny whose employees, from parking lot attendant WB-.- 
ident, all feel the sate loyalty and attachment to their cotpany as^do.the 
top-executives of 41 electronics firms. Although they may have.roch to 
.won7 about, these enployees are significantly happier, more o ten pos tive. 
about work ind lif^:and less often negative about work and life than.is 
the population of ;the U.S. as a whole,' (p.ZS).' , ^ 

■ 3 searle, following Alistin. delineated the; logical^^^^^ 

irbal perfonances which by social convention constitute acts or changes 
of state. Thewstrad1tal,ex»ples #t be inan-iage.vflws w^ 
sentences, where 'I' nw pronounce.you," and "I sentence you, are the' ■ 
icts in question. Less biographical: speech acts are n more requent ^^ 
Dmnises requests, assertions, greetings, congratulations, et . 1\6 1^- 
5l str^S of Ipeech acts consists trf, "felicity condit ons" of varytnj 
des^r ptions: These are the presuppositions entailed, in the act nature of 
these utterances. ■ Felicity conditions of requests Include such features 
(Searle calls them nilB). as: 



• . • »/speilier-(S).beH«mlwrtrW 

••, b. it JlMt flWMB to.S and H that H trill do A In the «onM] •.■ 

.. . cpBBeofeiwts. ; 
■ t Siiint$ lf t(i''do ll. 
. 'd!.,tteott»riiice Wilts forS and Has w atte^^ ■ 

, to do A. ' ■. > 

M»nA Ulioff'elibflrete tills sclweta Include «re features. In ' , 
.\K$|Sllct$,Seirledi«^^ 
■ rsStwtloBliig w of theW conditlwis can cwistltute 

■■ ■■ I spudi act.' ' ■ . ' 
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